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Qualitative research methods were used to conduct case studies of two secondary schools in Australia, 
focusing on the provision of support for students with different learning needs. Interview data were used 
to report differences in collective beliefs, values and descriptions of school practice that foster two 
contrasting school cultures. One of these school cultures is described as more inclusive and the other as 
more traditional. The study used an inductive approach to analysing interview-w data to reveal 
differences between the schools using three main categories: (1) model of support and the role of the 
special educator; (2) student focused or content-focused culture; and (3) beliefs and attitudes relating to 
inclusive schooling and teacher responsibility for catering for diverse learning needs. The findings of this 
study have implications for development of inclusive schooling. 
 
Introduction 
A number of writers have analysed schools' responses to student diversity from organizational and 
sociological perspectives (e.g. Bines 1986, Skrtic 1991a, Carroll 1992, Dyson 1992, McIntyre 1993). 
These writers have begun to demonstrate how the organization of schools underpins the models of 
service delivery to students. Wiersma (1991: 221) described an organization as ‘a defined group of 
people who interact in regular and structured ways. In an organization, there is collective social 
action, which is based on rules and relations that have been developed by consensus. Behaviour is 
influenced by interactions with others'. The organization has a culture made up of collective 
understandings among members that are related to their particular roles. Collective understandings 
can be described as a coordinated set of ideas and actions that include beliefs and attitudes as well 
as conceptual schemes about how- to deal 'with problems. These beliefs and understandings 
contribute to a school organization and culture which can affect the way schools operate and 
problems are solved (Ainscow 1996, Carrington 1999). Therefore, it seems likely that teachers' 
collective understandings about students with different learning needs (Idol et al. 1994, Bender et al. 
1995) and inclusive schooling (Forlin et al. 1996, Scruggs and Mastropieri 1996) are likely to impact 
on teaching practices in a school organization. 
A sociological perspective on disabilities and school organization may inform the process of 
inclusive school reform. This is because the way teachers relate to teaching students with disabilities 
and special educational needs is influenced by their past experiences and by how they perceive and 
define difference and disability in society. Personal definitions and beliefs are crucial because they 
may legitimate certain assumptions about disability and associated discriminatory practices (Barton 
1996). 
Australian attempts to educate students with disabilities in regular schools can be traced back 
more than 30 years. Policy recommendations to increase funding for integration were made by 
Andrews et al. (1979) and taken up by the Commonwealth Schools Commission. A valiant attempt to 
move Victorian state schools towards inclusion was made with the release of a report on Integration in 
Victorian Schools (1984), though it did not have much effect on the number of special schools. 
Rather, it created a class of `integration students' and `integration staff' somewhat out of keeping with 
the spirit of the report. 
In Australia, it was the introduction of anti-discrimination legislation that has enabled parents and 
disability advocacy groups to challenge the exclusion of students from regular schools (both public 
and private). Gradually it has become clear how the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission interprets the meaning of `unreasonable hardship', which is the basis for allowing 
discrimination to exist. Though data are difficult to obtain, it seems as if about 40% of students with 
disabilities (excluding those termed learning disabled in the USA), are in special schools, about 20% 
are in special classes/units in regular schools and 40% are included in regular classes with support. 
The essence of inclusive schooling is emerging slowly as schools realize the benefits of student 
diversity instead of fearing or resisting inclusion, though, as Slee (1996) observed, inclusion is not the 
dominant approach for students with disabilities. 
 
Secondary schools: traditional school culture 
A more traditional culture in a secondary school frequently emphasizes content rather than student 
needs, and, as a result, accommodations for individual needs of students are frequently not top 
priorities for teachers and administrators (Tralli et al. 1996). Consequently, in a more traditional 
secondary school organization, all students will not match society's expectations of success in school. 
This is because the organizational characteristics of the more traditional secondary school do not 
cater for different learning needs. Rather, the focus is on the transmission of a set curriculum content 
that is organized in routine ways by teachers who usually work in isolation (Clark et al. 1999). In a 
traditional model, class-teachers may identify students who have different learning needs from the 
majority, and refer them to a specialist teacher. The responsibility for school success for such 
students is then transferred away from the class-teacher. This movement of responsibility for students 
from regular education to special education has prevented regular educators from problem solving 
and developing more innovative teaching methods to meet students' needs. 
The maintenance of a traditional school organization that is content focused creates a barrier to 
recognition of problems and experimentation with alternative ways of organizing schools that are 
necessary in meeting the needs of diverse learners. In reality, the difficulty for more traditional schools 
may be that staff are operating from within the perspective of an existing organization. Because staff 
are so focused on delivering the content of the curriculum, they may not consider the possibility that 
the traditional model of teaching is no longer satisfactory in meeting diverse student learning needs. 
Teachers may not be aware that the traditional model of teaching and delivery of curriculum content 
actually imposes restrictions on change and development in teaching and organization of schools. 
 
Secondary schools: inclusive school culture 
It has been suggested that teachers who work in successful inclusive schools have an explicit value 
base that provides a platform for inclusive practices (Salisbury et al. 1993, York-Barr et al. 1996). 
Inclusive school cultures value diversity. In Barton's (1997: 235) words, `difference is now to be 
viewed as a challenge, a means of generating change and an encouragement for people to question 
unfounded generalisations, prejudice and discrimination'. It should allow students with extraordinary 
gifts and talents to move at their natural learning rate; students who are average and slower than 
average to learn to the best of their ability, and students with specific learning needs to receive 
creative and effective supports to maximize their success. Above all, inclusion is about a philosophy 
of acceptance where all people are valued and treated with respect. Indeed, one author has argued 
that inclusion is unending, so that there is no such thing as an inclusive school (Ballard 1995). 
According to this notion, all schools can continue to develop greater inclusion whatever their current 
state (Sebba and Ainscow 1996). 
 
Models of support for learners with diverse learning needs 
The contributing characteristics of a school culture, such as teachers' beliefs and attitudes about roles 
and responsibilities of teaching, influence the ways students are taught and correspondingly the 
model of supporting students with diverse learning needs (Carrington 2000). There is no one 
accepted model for organizing support for students with different learning needs in secondary 
schools, however, some models could be described as more inclusive and some as more traditional. 
In reflecting on practices and models for supporting learners in schools, Ainscow (1996) noted that 
there were different patterns of relations between staff and students. 
 
Secondary schools: traditional model of support 
The more traditional model has been a withdrawal system or pullout programme where students are 
extracted from class for supplementary instruction by special education teachers. Some schools 
have part-time special classes for students with significant learning or adjustment problems and 
some schools have full-time special education classes. Programmes using volunteer helpers, 
teacher aides and peer tutors are also ways of supporting students with special learning needs. 
Some schools use ability grouping in some subjects, particular maths. Some schools provide 
specialist teaching support for students and teachers in the regular classroom. Frequently, it is a 
combination of these types of programmes that provide support in learning for students. 
Before the rise of the inclusion movement, the withdrawal model or pullout model was criticized 
for failing to address the learning needs of students with learning problems (Collins 1972). It was 
believed the withdrawal model stigmatized the student by overtly removing them from their peer 
group for `special education' (Westwood 1997). `By continuing a separatist approach we are 
signalling to the child that his capabilities are restricted and that work supposedly provided for all 
pupils is, in fact, inappropriate for him' (Lavers et al. 1986: 33). Westwood also suggested that a 
further criticism of withdrawal at secondary school level is that it is too little, too late. 
Educators were concerned that the knowledge and skills learnt in a small group situation in 
withdrawal, whilst frequently successful in isolation, did not transfer to work demands in the regular 
classroom. Also, by missing lessons, pupils were often excluded from the very areas where they 
needed more rather than less time. A further finding was that teachers who favoured groups being 
withdrawn often admitted it was because of the behaviour of the children involved (Lovey 1996). 
 
Secondary schools: inclusive model of support 
In-class support for students with different learning needs has become more common (Lavers et al. 
1986) and can be described as more inclusive. Research has highlighted the need for the child with 
different learning needs to be included in the regular classroom with support from a specialist teacher 
(Englert 1992, Dyson 1994, Idol 1994). The student is provided with access to a broader pedagogy 
and this inclusive model has obvious benefits not only for the students with special needs, but also for 
the whole school. The following list of benefits has been taken from the work of Lavers (1986) and 
Welding (1996): 
 
a more varied and interesting curriculum for special needs pupils; less chance of labelling which causes loss in 
motivation; more help available to more pupils with wider ranges of ability; increased teacher expectation of 
success for students with special needs; a better understanding by subject teachers of pupils with learning 
difficulties; greater opportunities for team teaching; presence of two teachers in the classroom a1lows greater 
flexibility; debate, dialogue and discussion which leads to more careful analysis of subject content, teaching 
styles and resources for students of all abilities; an improved working relationship between staff; greater job 
satisfaction for staff; and greater continuity of teaching. 
 
However, in-class support may not automatically result in these benefits for teachers and 
students. This is because an inclusive model needs to focus not only on support of individual children 
in regular classrooms, but also needs to include an examination and redevelopment of teaching and 
learning styles across the curriculum. Students can be supported in a regular classroom that 
continues to offer unchanged pedagogy and curriculum. This type of support can in fact contribute to 
the learning difficulty. Therefore, in some cases, it seems that in-class support may actually exclude 
students more from accessing the curriculum. For example, if a second adult is required to give a 
pupil additional help or maximize the amount of teacher time available to individuals, the support does 
nothing to change the way the curriculum is delivered. In fact there is evidence (Bines 1986) that the 
presence of the special education teacher actually allows the subject teacher to deliver an 
‘unreconstructed curriculum' through an ‘unreconstructed pedagogy' (Dyson 1994). 
In an inclusive model, the support role of the specialist teacher must extend beyond support 
provided to students in an individual lesson. Joint planning and collaboration are necessary so that 
teachers have opportunities to bring their knowledge and skills together and the support teacher can 
make valuable input to the subject departments with rippling effects to other staff (Beveridge 1993). 
The needs of the teachers must be considered alongside the needs of the students (Larcombe 1987). 
This is crucial to prevent the possibility of the regular classroom teacher accepting support in his or 
her classroom to avoid the necessity of changing his or her teaching practice. In this situation, the 
special education teacher continues to `deal with' the special learning problems of a student and is 
responsible for them (Bines 1986). An inclusive school system would enable diverse individuals to 
participate in common educational experiences (Dyson 1994). 
 
Description of this study 
The case study data reported here were collected within the context of a larger research project. The 
aim of this project was to compare the school culture and model of learning support of two secondary 
schools in Brisbane. One school could be described as more traditional and the other school as more 
inclusive. The school principals, special education staff and a sample of four regular teaching staff at 
each school were participants in the study. Qualitative data were collected over a year (6 months in 
each school). 
Initial contact was made with a group of secondary special education teachers (about 20) at a 
regional in-service session which was led by the researcher. The content of the session focused on 
the changes in special education and models of support for students and teachers. The researcher 
explained the nature of the current study and called for volunteer schools. A number of special 
education teachers expressed interest at this stage. 
 
After visiting schools and speaking with the special education staff, two schools were chosen due to 
the characteristics relative to the phenomena under study (traditional and inclusive model of support). 
The following reasons also influenced the choice of schools: (1) the principals at both schools were 
interested in the project and gave the researcher unlimited access to the staff (as long as participation 
by individual teachers was voluntary); and (2) the location of each school meant that the researcher 
could spend extended time in the school. 
 
School settings 
The secondary schools selected provided two different service delivery models for supporting 
students with special learning needs. The first school provided mainly in-class support for students 
and collaborative planning support for teachers and will be called Yarra Secondary School      
(pseudonyms have been used for the schools). This school is a co-educational institution situated in 
Brisbane. The community consists of a diversity of socio-economic, ethnic and cultural backgrounds, 
and the school prospectus reports that about 12% of students come from non-English speaking 
countries. The school offers a wide range of subject offerings and vocational-oriented subjects are 
also included in the school's curriculum. The school has a flexible senior schooling programme, which 
includes independent learning and individualized instruction. Student numbers are about 500 and 
there are 40 teachers in the school. The community is very supportive of the school with parents 
involved on all committees. 
At the time of the study, the school had a number of students in the school who required special 
assistance in learning. Many of these students had difficulties with the regular secondary school 
curriculum. For some students, English was a second language. As one teacher said ‘[these] students 
10 or 15 years ago would have left school and would be out doing physical work and they would have 
been good at it'. The principal believed the number of students experiencing learning difficulties ,vas 
increasing. The school also had what the special education teacher described as a `small group of 
special needs students'. This group of students included two students who had been diagnosed with 
Asperger's syndrome and three students who had been ascertained' as having an intellectual 
disability. By contrast, the principal also described a group of students who were very capable and 
motivated in the school. 
Moffat Secondary School, the second school, withdrew students from class for tutorial assistance 
and offered a number of special classes with a modified curriculum. Some students in the lower 
grades of the secondary school were offered in-class support which involved a regular class teacher 
sitting with them in classes. Moffat Secondary School serves a community that consists of a broad 
cross-section of society and includes a wide range of socio-economic, ethnic and cultural 
backgrounds. Student enrolment is 1250 and there are 80 staff members. The school also provides a 
wide range of subjects similar to those at Yarra and offers an increasing number of vocational 
subjects in Years 11 and 12. Students are encouraged to be well motivated with a positive attitude 
towards education. The school takes pride in high academic standards and high standards of 
behaviour. 
At the time of this study, there was a range of students who needed assistance at Moffat. Many 
had problems with learning due to learning difficulties or difficulties associated with learning in the 
English language. There were three students with intellectual impairment, one with visual impairment 
and two who had been diagnosed with Asperger's syndrome.  
Letters explaining the study were sent to each school principal and the researcher met with the 
staff at each school to answer further questions. Once permission was obtained from the principals 
and special education staff, the researcher approached regular teachers who taught students with a 
formal ascertainment of a disability or learning difficulty. Four teachers volunteered from each school 
to participate in the study. The teachers in the study taught in a range of subjects including English, 
Social Science, Science and Maths and taught from Years 8 to 12. All participants in the study were 
provided with information on the background and aims of the study and assurance of the 
confidentiality of the data. Each participant signed letters of consent. 
 
Data collection 
Data were collected at each location separately and similar procedures and steps in collecting the 
data were used in each school. The researcher spent considerable time based at each school site so 
that trust and rapport was built with the respondents and so there was sufficient opportunity to 
develop conceptions and interpretations. Extended time at each site avoided reliance on incorrect first 
impressions. Nevertheless, the researcher was aware of the intrusion on the teachers' time and 
activities in teaching. 
At each school, the principal, the special education teachers and four teachers were interviewed 
to gain information about the school, the population of students and staff and the observations 
between interview one and two. Detailed information was gathered on the model of service delivery 
for learning support from both the principal and the special education teachers. The participants were 
also asked questions about their personal views and the collected values of the school in relation to 
inclusive schooling. A semi-structured format was used in all interviews so that participants could 
speak about issues that were perceived as important. Interviews were recorded and transcribed for 
analysis. 
Observation of teachers in the classroom and in the school environment, presents a means of 
manageable analytical observation of classroom and school processes and interactions while allowing 
some validation of information collected through interviews. For this study, the researcher took the 
role of privileged observer (Wolott 1988) where the observer did not assume the role of a participant, 
but had access to the activities and practices in the school and classroom setting. In this manner, the 
aim was for the researcher to be less threatening to the teacher in the classroom. The researcher had 
the opportunity to develop some rapport with the teacher in the teaching context so that examples of 
class practice in assessment; programming; communication with staff and parents were utilized in 
exploring key issues that were discussed in the second interview. For example, in the second 
interviews, the researcher could recall certain events or conversations to use as a catalyst for 
obtaining further information. In addition, informal observations and interactions with staff and 
students in a variety of situations (staff rooms, staff morning teas, classrooms) across the school 
environment enabled the researcher to understand the culture of the school better. The researcher 
maintained a diary of notes and informal observations during the study period at both schools. All 
observational data were recorded for later analysis but the results of the data analysis of the 
observations have not been reported in this study. 
 
Data analysis 
The method of constant comparison advocated by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and endorsed by 
Lincoln and Guba (1985: 340) influenced the analysis of the interviews and the observations in the 
current study. This strategy combines inductive category coding with a comparison of all data and 
incidents. As phenomena are coded and classified, comparison also occurs across and between 
other categories and phenomena. In this way, relationships are discovered and initial observations 
and conceptualizations are refined through further data collection and classification and analysis. The 
constant comparison method works particularly well when continuous and simultaneous collection 
and processing of data occurs (Lincoln and Guba 1985). Interviews were transcribed by the 
researcher and imported into Q.S.R. NUD*IST (Non-numerical, Unstructured Data Indexing, 
Searching and Theorising) (Richards and Richards 1994) for coding. 
 
Findings and discussion 
The schools were compared across selected categories that emerged in the interview data to 
demonstrate the differences in school culture and organization of models of support. The following 
categories will be discussed, (1) model of support and the role of the special educator; (2) student-
focused culture or content-focused culture; and (3) beliefs and attitudes relating to inclusive schooling 
and teacher responsibility for catering for diverse learning needs. A selection of interview quotes has 
been used to provide more in-depth information on individual understandings, perceptions and 
description of practice. Quotes have been edited to improve readability. 
 
Model of support and the role of the special educator.  
The model of support for students with different learning needs at Yarra included a broad range of 
alternatives for students and teachers. These included special funded programmes, teacher aide 
support in class, streamed classes, non-streamed classes with class teacher support, in class support 
from a special education teacher, small tutor groups, some students missed enrolling in one subject 
so that they could access extra support in literacy and many students could enrol in non-board 
vocational subjects. It was interesting to note that there was no ‘Resource Room' or ‘Learning Support 
Centre' at Yarra. Students and staff worked across the school campus usually in the mainstream 
classrooms. 
The special educator's role within this school included a broad range of activities with a major 
focus on professional development and training for staff across the school. This is evident in the 
following quote from the interview with the special education teacher: ‘I probably have done most of 
the in-service for the staff, from behaviour management through to in-class support for teachers to 
show them strategies, discussion of learning styles, discussion of multiple intelligence issues, things 
about thinking, Bloom's taxonomy, assessment, and differentiating instruction.' Her role required her 
to continually collaborate and meet with staff across departments in the school. 
The special education teacher at Yarra described her aim to achieve major changes in teaching 
and assessment practices in the school, which would enable teachers to meet the diverse learning 
needs of the students more effectively. To achieve these goals, she worked with the heads of 
curriculum departments. Some of these programmes focused on the learning needs of students who 
were high achievers. However, she believed that raising the awareness of different learning needs 
would help teachers address the learning needs of students in general. 
The special education teacher described her goal of assisting teachers to develop the skills of 
planning for a diverse class rather than simply modifying teaching in the classroom. This idea is 
evident in the following quote: ‘but teachers . . . are generally really supportive and inclusive and 
agree these students have the right to be here. Most of the things they do are just giving them a bit of 
extra assistance in class or they might modify something as they go, so we need to really nurture that 
next step. How are we going to plan to meet this diverse group and ... how we move on to that next 
step.' 
At Moffat, the range of support for different learning needs also included teacher aide support in 
class, non-streamed classes with extra teacher support, in-class support from the special education 
teacher, small tutor groups or individual assistance from the special education teacher, modified 
English classes (streamed) and some students missed a timetabled subject so that they could access 
extra support in literacy. Students were also able to enrol in non-board subjects similar to those 
offered at Yarra. 
However, the special education teachers at Moffat worked differently in comparison with the 
model of support at Yarra. For example, at Moffat, one special education teacher worked from a 
‘Resource Room', which was used to conduct assessments of students' literacy skills. The room was 
also used for individual and small group instruction for students who had been referred by their 
teachers. This special education teacher provided streamed classes for students with learning 
difficulties in English. She explained this in the following statement: ‘For the last 4 or 5 years I have 
helped in a hands on way with the regular Year 11 and Year 12 English. I have had a special class for 
Year 11 and also a special class for Year 12 English where I have actually taught the English syllabus 
but in a sort of a modified manner.' The streaming of the English classes was supported by the head 
of the English department who said, `We do the English syllabus but in a modified manner ... all the 
other classes benefit because they don't have the bottom weighting them down.' Labelling and 
grouping students according to ability does not fit with an inclusive approach and therefore could be 
described as more traditional. 
The second special education teacher at Moffat was based in a regular staffroom and worked 
mainly with the lower school. She coordinated the ascertainment process for students and the 
allocated government support from teacher aides. She was also responsible for the organization of an 
additional programme of support in the lower school. This programme involved regular class teachers, 
who did not have full teaching timetables, working in classes where students needed extra 
assistance. 
This programme of support within the regular classroom seemed inclusive, but after observing 
the in-class support and discussing the process with staff, it became clear that it could not be 
described as inclusive practice. For example, on one occasion the researcher observed a science 
class where a regular class teacher was timetabled to support three students. These students were 
sitting at the back of the class and working on a task with the supporting teacher. The regular class 
teacher did not include the students and the support teacher in the regular science lesson that was 
taught for the remainder of the class. As Bines (1986) suggested, a student who has a support person 
assisting them in class may still be segregated in the delivery of the curriculum and treated as special. 
This is because the regular class teacher is not encouraged to modify their teaching or the curriculum 
to cater for individual differences in the classroom. 
The lack of responsibility for individual learners' needs and commitment to modification of the 
curriculum is evident in a quote from the special education teacher, ‘If I come up with a suggestion for 
a class teacher, as long as I do all the little bits and pieces that might be annoyances-if I can present 
them [the teachers] with something and say I've taken care of this, I have no problems whatsoever, as 
long as I don't put any impositions on their time or anything like that.' This implies that the class 
teachers wished to carry on with their regular teaching with as little disruption as possible and were 
not really taking responsibility for all learners in their classes. This is a characteristic of the traditional 
model (Wilson 1984). 
One of the special education teachers at Moffat summarized her role by saving, ‘A lot of my work 
is administrative with timetabling, running seminars, keeping track of the students who have got 
learning difficulties, making sure that things are going right for them, writing IEPs, modifying exams, 
modifying content, and providing and helping teachers do modified worksheets.' These special 
education administration duties could also be described as traditional in nature. 
 
Student -focused culture or content focused culture.  
Interview data indicated that Yarra was more student focused in culture in comparison with Moffat, 
which was more content focused. These issues were evident in teachers' views about the students 
and in discussions about the school curriculum. For example, at Moffat, teachers spoke of the rigid 
structure of the curriculum, the high value placed on academic excellence in the school and the 
expectation that 80% of students would achieve a passing grade. For example, teachers made the 
following comments: 
 
'[The principal] wants an 80'% pass rate in every subject.' ‘so the culture is ... to strive for academic excellence . 
. . '. `it's easy to fall into the sort of rigid structured pattern ... there is the expectation of very academic based 
emphasis on a lot of academic achievement - I've got a feeling there would be a group of students who don't 
live up [sic] would fall by the wayside not because of teacher's attitudes but because of the structure [of the 
curriculum]'. 
 
These quotes can be compared with data from Yarra, which indicate a developing focus on students' 
needs. For example, one teacher spoke of the change that had occurred in the school. ‘I think the 
staff attitude is changing over the last few years towards more acceptance of these kids . . . 
previously we would still [be] deluding ourselves to trying to push the academic nature of the school.' 
The principal from Yarra stated, 'we have tagged the school with "encouraging excellence" and we go 
to great lengths to define what we mean by excellence as every student achieving to the best of their 
ability and enjoying learning. That is our aim, so our values are that all students regardless of their 
ability are given every opportunity to achieve to the maximum of their potential'. This quote from the 
principal indicates a collective school value of recognizing students' different abilities and helping 
students achieve success. This is in contrast to a traditional focus on delivery of set curriculum. 
With regard to the curriculum restraints mentioned in the data from Moffat, the focus on 
curriculum was different at Yarra. Teachers recognized that there were problems with the curriculum, 
but teachers were working in different ways to modify it to meet students' learning needs. An example 
is included here from one teacher. ‘Yes there are curriculum constraints, you are expected to get 
through a certain amount of economics or social science or English or whatever it is, but to tell you 
the truth, I don't really. As far as curriculum things go, I like to change things as we come along and 
particularly you can't really do it when you've got the 12s [the senior year], but I think that every other 
year you can. You can follow the students' interest areas far more, so if the-,- really like a particular 
aspect of weather for example, then you can go off and you can look at that in depth.' 
 
Beliefs and attitudes relating to inclusive schooling and teacher responsibility for catering for 
diverse learning needs. 
Staff at both schools expressed different types of views on teaching students with different learning 
abilities. Yarra staff seemed to accept that the current school population included students with a 
broad range of abilities from a broad range of backgrounds. The teachers knew that they needed to 
adapt the teaching and curriculum to meet the learners' needs. Some staff were not particularly happy 
about this because it meant changing teaching strategies and presentation of content but they 
accepted this change as necessary. This is evident in this quote: `I think that the attitude should be to 
say well, times are a’ changing, and parents have different expectations and so they should, we are 
out of the dark ages now, we are about to go into the 21st century. These students are coming in and 
our job is to then push higher, to address those [issues].' The positive attitude was also explained by 
the special education teacher at Yarra who stated that `teachers are generally really supportive and 
inclusive and agree these students have the right to be here'. 
The principal also made comments regarding the inclusive culture of the school: `the school [has] 
a special type of character and I believe the student population ... they accept many cultures and I 
think that that transforms into acceptance of any form of difference'. Furthermore, the principal 
expressed inclusive values and leadership by saying, `I believe that students [with disabilities] should 
be part of the public education system which has as its base equity of access and inclusivity and we 
have grown to believe that we are an example of a public school and all students regardless of their 
ability or backgrounds have the right to be here and to be taught to the best of our ability.' 
In addition to the principal's views, the staff described the student culture of the school. For 
example, one teacher said, ‘Multiculturalism: we are supportive of each other, we are tolerant of each 
other. You have these children from all these different cultures.' Indeed one teacher remarked that the 
staff could learn much from the students, ‘you have a staff who are supposed to be leading and 
managing this group of children who do not exhibit one tenth of what these children do on inclusivity'. 
The inclusive views at Yarra are in contrast to the views expressed by the Moffat staff. One 
teacher from Moffat revealed, ‘We don't accept "learning disability kids," we tell the parents that we 
cannot cater for the kids with learning problems here. The procedures are there where we supposedly 
take extra care, but the reality is that there are only some individual teachers who will follow through 
on taking extra care. Part of the problem is time and part of it is: I'm not going to do this, that's it. That 
is a very strong attitude of some staff, they do not think it is their responsibility to teach students with 
learning problems.' The special education teacher suggested: `There are many teachers at this school 
who give me the impression that anyone with an IQ of lower than 120 shouldn't be here and that they 
are wasting their time teaching them.' 
The principal reinforced the focus on high academic achievement and appropriate behaviour: 
'Basically our mission is to ensure all students reach their full potential and then we say. . . that we 
value academic achievement, behaviour, discipline, presentation and they’re the three things I 
suppose that we push all the time if you ask the teacher or you ask a student they’ll come up with 
those three things. In terms of academic focus, we get kids to set goals and study plans and we check 
homework and all that type of thing.' 
The principal expressed support for inclusion in his interview. However, the traditional focus on 
academic achievement and delivery of a set curriculum meant that students' learning needs were not 
met in practice in the regular classroom. He stated, ‘I believe that kids, with some support, get more 
benefit out of being in a normal school socially and also I guess the interaction is at a higher level 
than they would be if they are isolated and so yes I think it's quite good to have them here.' This 
statement implies that the principal supports the notion of students with disabilities ‘spending time' 
(Cook and Slee 1993: 21) in the normal school. In particular, he has spoken of the social benefits for 
the students, rather than reinforcing the value of responding to student rights and needs. 
It has been argued by inclusionists that once all students with disabilities are included in regular 
classrooms, teachers will be forced to change their beliefs and assumptions about students with 
different learning needs and rights to education (Stainback et al. 1989). It has also been assumed that 
once students with disabilities are in regular schools, regular teachers will take responsibility for all 
students' education (Christensen and Dorn 1997). In fact, the point needs to be made that the 
experience of having students with disabilities and learning differences in a teacher's classroom may 
simply reinforce a teacher's personal belief that students with disabilities should not be in regular 
schools. This is particularly likely if the teacher does not believe that students with disabilities or 
different learning needs should be in mainstream education, does not believe she or he has the skills 
to teach the student, and the teacher is content focused in teaching. This study suggests that 
students may be accepted into a class but may not have their learning needs met effectively if the 
teacher does not believe that she or he is responsible for teaching all students in their classroom. 
 
Summary 
Differences in data from each school, across the described categories, have been presented. In 
particular, there were notable contrasts in the service delivery models of support for learners. 
Collective beliefs and values relating to teachers' roles and responsibilities, affected school 
organization of teaching and support for students in each school. 
At Yarra, there was evidence to suggest that the special education teacher was restructuring her 
role and weakening the boundaries between special needs provision and mainstream teaching. She 
was frequently involved in joint curriculum projects with regular classroom teachers. Organizational 
conditions were in place to allow discussion and sharing between teachers. This enabled 
opportunities for teachers to question existing practice, review performance, encourage 
experimentation and work across boundaries. The factors described here are similar to the char-
acteristics of a `moving school', which are explained by Rosenholtz (1989). A moving school is 
continually seeking to develop and refine its responses to the challenges it meets. An inclusive 
approach requires an organizational philosophy that is committed to the improvement of strategies, 
programmes and the use of available resources (Porter 1995). 
In contrast, the more traditional system at Moffat perpetuated the conceptualization of difference 
and maintained the status quo in teaching methods and school structure. Students with different 
learning needs provide an opportunity for a school organization to learn about the limitations in 
current practice and to create new knowledge and skills that are needed to include all students 
(Dyson 1994). However, if schools maintain the traditional practices of teaching and models of 
support, there may be little opportunity for innovation and change. 
It is evident that school organization is influenced by social structures but also has emergent 
properties of its own. Therefore, a school should be able to develop in response to its own internal 
dynamics (Dyson 1994). This can happen when ambiguities in practice and policy are resolved by 
confident, forceful, persistent people who manage to convince themselves and others to adopt new 
practices which introduce change (Weick 1985). 
The Index for Inclusion is one resource that schools can use in the process of inclusive school 
development. The framework of the Index provides a systematic way of ‘engaging in school 
development planning, setting priorities for change, implementing developments and reviewing 
progress' (Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education 2000: 7). Use of the Index for Inclusion provides 
opportunities for schools to build on existing good practice in schools, and encourages ways of 
working that facilitate learning and participation for all students and staff. The Index for Inclusion was 
developed in the UK at the Centre for Studies in Inclusive Education (CSIE) in collaboration with the 
University of Manchester and University of Christ Church College Canterbury. In March 2000, the 
resource was released by the Department of Education to all government schools in the UK. 'The 
Index is also currently under trial in the UNESCO Four Countries project-South Africa, India, Brazil 
and Romania - as a school-based resource for development of inclusive practice and school reform 
as part of the UN Education for All imperative. In addition, a collaborative project between three 
Australian Universities: Tasmania, Monash and Queensland University of Technology, is currently 
exploring how the Index for Inclusion can facilitate school improvement and professional development 
for inclusive education in Australian schools. 
The process of working towards inclusive school development will involve opportunities for 
teachers, students, and the community to collaborate, solve problems and develop greater respect for 
each other. The values and beliefs embedded in more inclusive practices create a new set of 
possibilities, expectations and commitments. This change will demand a series of deconstructions 
and reconstructions of beliefs and knowledge, rather than transformations of traditional beliefs, 
knowledge and practices (Skrtic 1991a). Above all, the school community will need to develop a 
shared vision or philosophy that will enable them to move out of the boundaries of traditional school 




A process in Queensland called ‘ascertainment' is used to recommend the level of specialist educational support needed by 
students who have disabilities. 
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